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Perception of Japan in India—Past and Present:
A View from Santiniketan
Gita A. KEENI
Visva-Bharati University
　  
Introduction
The history of human civilization tells us that no nation or culture can exist in isolation. From 
time immemorial every nation and culture intermingled with other nations and cultures, and progressed 
towards new civilizations. This applies in case of India and Japan too. Since more than two thousand 
years India and Japan had cultural relationship. Over the centuries this developed into closer affi nity.
Rabindranath Tagore, the founder of Visva-Bharati, beautifully presents us the picture of India-
Japan relationship in a crystal clear manner in the following four-line verse:
Wearing saffron robes, the masters of religion (dharma)
Went to your country to teach,
Today we come to your door as disciples,
To learn the teachings of action (karma).1
This four-line verse explains many aspects of India-Japan interest on each other from ancient 
time till present time. And we, who are involved in the fi eld of Japanese studies, earnestly anticipate that 
this interest would continue in the future too, in the same manner like how it is continuing even after 
more than 100 years from the time Rabindranath Tagore composed this poem.
Historical Background
In earlier times India was the contributor and Japan was the receiver in the fi elds of religion 
and culture. The cultural ties between India and Japan can be traced back to the 6th century AD. Monks 
and scholars had been visiting Japan from 8th century. Ancient records from now-destroyed library at 
Nalanda, described about the scholars and students, who attended the school from Japan. Bodhisena, 
a priest from South India, arrived in Japan in 736 and performed the eye-opening of Great Buddha at 
1　One of the poems that Tagore composed on the occasion of Japan’s victory over Russia in 1905.　
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Tōdaiji temple, Nara in 752. He remained in Japan till his death in 760.2 We hardly get any evidence 
of direct interaction between the people of India and Japan during the medieval period. However, with 
the popularity of maritime trade as the Westerners (Portuguese) entered Japan, she came in touch with 
Christianity and was infl uenced by it. It is interesting to know that the fi rst Japanese to set foot on 
Indian soil was probably Yajirō (Anjirō) in 1542. According to Prof. Noboru Karashima, Yajirō met St. 
Fransisco Xavier in Malaka and visited Goa with him.3 Goa was under the administrative control of the 
Portuguese at that time. It is known that the most famous Japanese traveler to Indian subcontinent was 
‘Tenjiku Tokubei’ (1612–1692). He was named after Tenjiku (“heavenly abode”), the Japanese name 
for India.4
During the pre-modern period, Japan chose to go into national isolation. Only the Dutch and the 
Chinese traders were allowed to visit Dejima, a port in Nagasaki. Japanese nationals were not allowed to 
go abroad and the Japanese who were staying abroad were not allowed to return either. After it opened 
up during the modern period, the country went for a comprehensive social reformation with the dawn 
of the new era, consequent upon the famous and progressive Meiji Restoration in the year 1868. During 
this time Japan adopted the policy of modernizing herself by embracing the western ideals. In fact, for 
her at that time modernization was synonymous to Westernization.
Same was the scenario in India. Most of the thinkers, social reformers and nation builders sought 
solutions to improve the native situation by adopting the western education system, art, culture etc., 
thus neglecting to some extent the values, importance and richness of their own art, culture, education, 
philosophy etc., labeling them as superstitious, old and meaningless. At that time it was viewed to be the 
most revered thing to follow western measures to uplift one’s position in the prevailing society.
However, during this period we were able to have a number of prominent personalities in both
the countries, who took active initiative to uphold the intrinsic value of the East. In this presentation, 
our focus of discussion will be about the eminent personalities of both the countries, who should be 
remembered with great reverence with regard to India-Japan relationship viz. Rabindranath Tagore, 
Kakuzō/Tenshin Okakura5 and Swami Vivekananda. Informatively, there were a few ordinary people 
too, who did contribute but unfortunately their contributions are not highlighted hitherto. One such 
personality is Hariprobha Takeda (Mallik).
Rabindranath Tagore, Tenshin Okakura and Swami Vivekananda, all these prominent 
personalities were highly disappointed with the scenario prevalent in their respective societies i.e. 
ignoring the oriental values and attaching more importance to everything that was occidental. During 
2　Source Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia (key word: “Indo-Japanese relations”).
3　Sachidanand Unita and Teiji Sakata (eds.), Imaging India Imaging Japan, Department of East Asian  Studies, Univer-
sity of Delhi and Japan Foundation in association with Manak Publications, Delhi, 2004, p. 16.
4　Op. cit. Source Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia (key word: “Indo-Japanese relations”).
5　Kakuzō/Tenshin Okakura—His fi rst name was Kakuzō and later he was known as Tenshin. In this paper he has been 
referred to as Tenshin Okakura.
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this crisis hour of the oriental civilization, all three of them initiated various measures towards the 
introduction of the importance of oriental culture together with the appreciation of the occidental culture 
and worked hard to spread the worth of the orient to the rest of the world, as they put stress on both 
spiritual and physical development.
Rabindranath Tagore established an institution, which was fondly known as the poet’s school, 
where he wished to educate the young mind in the background of Indian scenario. He wished to 
blend orient and Occident in his institute and later named it as Visva-Bharati—Yatra Visvam Bhavati 
Ekanidam (Where the World Meets in One Nest). In this endeavour of Rabindranath Tagore, Tenshin 
Okakura made his contribution by persuading Shitoku Hori 6 to join Rabindranath Tagore’s institution. 
Informatively, Shitoku Hori happened to be the fi rst foreign student of Rabindranath Tagore’s dream 
institution.
Tenshin Okakura directed the attention of the Japanese artists to the orient and inspired them 
to visit Bengal, Santiniketan. This interaction brought the renaissance in the art of Bengal. His famous 
writing ‘The Ideals of the East’ opens with the statement “Asia is one.” This was no doubt a strong and 
signifi cant statement to make at that time when Asia was under the strong infl uence of the West. Few 
years after the publication of his book The Ideals of the East, Tenshin Okakura wrote another book with 
the title The Book of Tea in 1906. This time his intention was to introduce the Japanese culture to the 
people of the West. He established the Nihon Bijutsu-in (Japan Fine Arts Institute), where he inspired 
the Japanese artists to look towards the East.  
Swami Vivekanada visited Japan on his way to attend ‘The World Parliament of Religions’ 
held at Chicago, USA in the year 1893, and spent a short period there. It was Swami Vivekananda, 
who upheld the spiritual value of India to the world and earned many disciples from both east and 
west. Though his name is rarely mentioned so far as India-Japan relationship is concerned, he played 
an impeccable role in building the tie between India and Japan in the modern time. Unfortunately, he 
passed away at a very young age due to his ill-health. But, his contribution towards the India-Japan 
relationship cannot be denied, as it was Swami Vivekananda who fi rst mentioned about the importance 
of Japan and showed his eagerness to persuade the Indian youth to visit Japan. It is said that Swami 
Vivekananda made a signifi cant remark on 4th July 1902, the last day of his mortal existence—“I want 
to do something for Japan”.7 The context of this remark is not known. But this shows that Japan was 
there in his mind throughout. The Vedanta Society, which is presently located in Zushi, Kanagawa 
Prefecture, started in Japan in the year 1959, by a group of devotees, and it was later affi liated to the 
6　Shitoku Hori—arrived at Santiniketan on 13th June 1902 and stayed here till 23rd January 1903. He studied Sanskrit 
at Santiniketan.　
7  The Life of Swami Vivekananda—His Eastern and Western Disciples, vol. 2, 5th ed, Calcutta, 1979 cited in text by Swami 
Medhasananda, “Pioneering the Indo-Japanese Relationship” (Source: http://en.vedanta.jp/goldenjubilee/pioneering-the-
indo-japanese-relationship).　
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Ramakrishna Mission, as one of its accredited branches in 1984.8
Lastly, we would refer to Hariprobha (Mallik) Takeda—a Bramha lady, whose Japan travelogue 
—Banga Mahilar Japanjatra is an important document to know about Japan. In this travelogue, Japan 
—its society, its people are depicted in a lucid manner, the way it revealed to the eyes of an ordinary 
Bengali woman, who was a daughter-in-law of a Japanese family. It is known that Hariprobha got 
married to a Japanese gentleman called Uemon Takeda9 in 1906/ 0710 and visited Japan for the fi rst time 
in the year 1912 for 4 months.11 On her return, her travelogue was published from Dhaka in 1915.
The Perception of Rabindranath Tagore, Swami Vivekananda and Hariprobha 
Mallik (Takeda) about Japan and Subsequent Political Connection
i) Rabindranath Tagore’s Japanjatri—A Travelogue to Japan
Rabindranath Tagore visited Japan a number of times. His fi rst visit to Japan was in 1916. The 
book Japanjatri was published in 1919 from Visva-Bharati Granthan Bivaga, Calcutta. This book was 
the only window for us to know about Japan. I recall my own eagerness to read this book before visiting 
Japan. Tagore’s impression about Japan helped me to form an impression about Japan, the then unknown 
land to me. The following are some of the signifi cant quotes from this translated version of this book12 
with regard to Japan:
“…in Japan the eastern mind has learned work from the west and yet they themselves are the 
masters of their work. So, a hope arises that in Japan, perhaps, an adjustment will be made 
between the western ideal of work and the eastern ideal of human relations.”13
“…here in Japan a poor man will neglect his hunger in order to buy a few fl owers everyday: the 
hunger of his eyes is no less than that of his stomach.”14
“…The Japanese appreciation of beauty is a kind of self-discipline: it is an enormous  source of 
8　Ibid.　
9　As per Hariprabha’s written document most probably Uemon Takeda came to India in 1903. The old records of the 
Foreign Ministry of Japan tells that 24 Japanese citizen came to India in the same year. Kazuhiro Watanabe in his essay, 
“Hariprobhar Dekha Japan” (Banga Mahilar Japan Jatra, Dhaka, 1999, p. 57) states that one cannot say for sure that 
Takeda was one of the 24 people who arrived India directly from Japan. The possibility of Takeda entering India via other 
countries cannot be ruled out.　
10　Roy Swapan Prasanna (ed.), Bango Mahilar Japan Jatra-Sri Hariprobha Takeda, IMH, New Delhi , 2007, p. 77　
11　Horiprabha and Uemon left India on 3 November 1912 and reached Japan on 15 December. They left Japan on 12 
April 1913 and reached India on 25 May 1913.　
12　Japanjatri, Rao Sastri Shankuntala (tr.), Rabidranath Tagore’s travelogue to Japan, A Visit to Japan, East West Insti-
tute, New York, 1961.　
13　Ibid., p. 42.　
14　Ibid., pp. 71–72.　
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strength.”15
“The Japanese have taken possession of everything in the World of Beauty. Nowhere is there a 
lassitude in or a neglect of what comes before the eye: everywhere they have tried to see it to its 
fullest…nowhere in the world is there such a general training in the appreciation of beauty as 
there is in Japan. Here everyone has surrendered themselves to beauty…Through this cultivation 
of beauty they have learned frugal habits: through it they have acquired skill in their work and 
fi rmness in their daily life.”16
“Presently, in Bengal, there is the awakening of a new art. I would call those artists to Japan—
not to copy, but to learn. What a great thing Art is and what a great wealth it is for the whole 
nation…”17
“One day the Japanese, alone around the people of Asia, awoke to the decision that only by 
utilizing the same means by which Europe had become so powerful would it be possible to 
counteract that power? Otherwise they would be crushed under its oncoming wheels, and once 
fallen there would be no hope of rising again. As soon as this thought entered their minds, they 
wasted no time, but went immediately to work to acquire those means. In a few years they had 
in their possession the strength of Europe…It was not a gradual adjustment to the new mode of 
education: it was not like raising a child from birth to youth, but was more like welcoming a full 
grown son-in-law into the household.”18
ii) Swami Vivekananda
Two documents play the most important role to know about Swami Vivekananda’s opinions 
about Japan. They are: the interview to a reporter of the newspaper The Hindu,19 and the letter which he 
wrote to Mr. Alasinga Perumal from Yokohama, Japan.20
In the interview, while responding to the reporter he describes Japan in the following manner:
“… the world has never seen such a patriotic and artistic race as the Japanese, and one special 
feature about them is this that while in Europe and elsewhere Art generally goes with dirt, 
15　Ibid., p. 75.
16　Ibid., pp. 83–84.　
17　Ibid., p. 87.　
18　Ibid., p. 91.　
19　Source: www.wikisource.org. The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda by Swami Vivekananda, volume 5, Inter-
views, “The Abroad and the Problems at Home (The Hindu, Madras, February 1897).”　
20　Source: www.vivekananda.net (To Alasinga Perumal, Balaji, G. G. Banking Corporation and Madras friends; Oriental 
Hotel, Yokohama. 10 July 1893).
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Japanese Art is Art plus absolute cleanliness. I would wish that every one of our young men 
could visit Japan once at least in his lifetime. It is very easy to go there. The Japanese think that 
everything Hindu is great and believe that India is a holy land……”
In his letter to Mr. Alasinga Perumal he states: 
“…What a contrast! The Japanese are one of the cleanliest people on earth. Everything is neat 
and tidy. Their streets are nearly all broad, straight, and regularly paved. Their little houses are 
cage-like, and their pine-covered evergreen little hills form the background of almost every town 
and village. The short-statures, fair-skinned, quaintly-dressed Japs, their movements, attitudes, 
gestures, everything is picturesque. Japan is the land of the picturesque! Almost every house 
has a garden at the back, very nicely laid out according to Japanese fashion with small shrubs, 
grassplots, small artifi cial waters, and small stone bridges. 
From Nagasaki to Kobe. Here I gave up the steamer and took the land-route to Yokohama, with 
a view to see the interior of Japan. I have seen three big cities in the interior—Osaka, a great 
manufacturing town, Kyoto, the former capital, and Tokyo, the present capital. Tokyo is nearly 
twice the size of Calcutta with nearly double the population. No foreigner is allowed to travel in 
the interior without a passport. The Japanese seem now to have fully awakened themselves to 
the necessity of the present times…they are bent upon making everything they want in their own 
country…I cannot write what I have in my mind about the Japanese in one short letter. Only I 
want that numbers of our young men should pay a visit to Japan and China every year. Especially 
to the Japanese, India is still the dreamland of everything high and good…”
From the above descriptions we can very well say that Swami Vivekananda was extremely 
thrilled by what he saw in Japan, and his interest in things in Japan was further sharpened after his 
meeting with Ernest F. Fenollosa,21 who was teaching in Japan and had stimulated a new interest in the 
artistic heritage of the East. Swami Vivekananda was impressed by the ceaseless enterprise and industry 
of the Japanese youth. He wanted Indian youth to emulate the Japanese example and wished that the 
Indian youth should visit Japan at least once in their lifetime.22
iii) Hariprobha Takeda’s Banga Mahilar Japanjatra
Hariprobha Takeda fi rst visited Japan in 1912–1913. Hariprobha’s observations about Japan are 
21　Ernest F. Fenollosa is an American who was appointed as a professor of Political Economy and Philosophy in 1878 
at Tokyo University. Tenshin Okakura studied under him. Fenollosa was fondly called as Daijin Sensei—the Great teacher 
by the Japanese. He passed away in London in 1908 but his ashes were taken in all solemnity to Japan and were accorded 
national homage to be interred at the temple on the shores of Ōme, Tokyo, Japan.
22　The Lotus and the Chrysanthemum: India and Japan, Printed by The Embassy of Japan, New Delhi, 1977, p. 30.　
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more intimate and mundane. She lived in the Japanese family as the daughter-in-law. In her writing too 
we fi nd the kind-hearted, neat and clean character of the Japanese people. The Japanese nature of caring 
for others and respect for any type of work are also portrayed in her writing.
iv) Bengal-Japan Political Relation during Mid 20th Century
Japan’s emergence as a political power during 20th century was positively viewed in India. 
During Indian freedom struggle quite a few Indian activists escaped British rule and took shelter in 
Japan. Noted among them was Rash Behari Bose. Later Subhas Chandra Bose created Azad Hind 
Fauz (Indian National Army). The then Japanese Government extensively helped this effort of Subhas 
Chandra Bose towards the struggle against the British. Subhas Chandra Bose also sent Indian youth 
cadets to Imperial Japanese Army/Airforce academy for training.
At the ‘Military Tribunal for the Far East’ principled judgement in favour of Japan was made 
by Radha Binod Pal. He held the view that the legitimacy of the tribunal was suspect and pretty 
questionable. Spirit of retribution and not impartial justice was the underlying criterion for passing 
judgement. This became a widely perceived closeness between the two countries. In 1966 Radha Binod 
Pal was conferred The First Class of Order of The Sacred Treasure by the Emperor of Japan.
Observations
Both Rabindranath Tagore and Swami Vivekananda praised the capacity of assimilation of the 
Japanese people. As mentioned earlier due to illness Swamiji passed away at the prime of his youth. He 
could not bring his dream true directly but we can very well say that he sowed the seed of India–Japan 
relationship by his speech at the Chicago conference and worked as an instrument to bring his dream 
true by arranging the meet between Rabindranath Tagore and Tenshin Okakura, who visited Calcutta 
on January 2, 1902 together with Josephine Macleod23 and Shitoku Hori. The very purpose of Tenshin 
Okakura’s visit to Calcutta was to invite Swami Vivekananda to Japan to address a religious conference 
at the Parliament of Eastern Religions in Japan’s ancient capital city of Kyoto and also to deepen cultural 
exchange with India. Due to ill health, Swami Vivekananda requested his Irish disciple Sister Nivedita 
to introduce Tenshin Okakura to Rabindranath Tagore. Interestingly, the meeting took place at the 
American Consulate General in Kolkata, as there was no Japanese Consulate General in Kolkata at that 
time.24 Informatively, the Japanese Consulate in Calcutta was established on March 16, 1907.
23　Josephine Macleod was a wealthy and unmarried American lady of an aristocrat family. She was fond of Vivekananda 
and came to India on January 26, 1901 to meet him. After meeting Vivekananda, Macleod went to Japan and studied 
traditional Japanese art under Okakura. It is said that she played an active role in the discussion to invite Vivekananda to 
address a religious conference in Japan’s ancient capital city of Kyoto at the Parliament of Eastern Religions and to deepen 
cultural exchange with India.　
24　Motoyoshi Noro, Eternal Bond Congruence between the Land of the Moon and the Land of the Sun, India & Japan, 
El Alma Publications, Kolkata, p. 12; Party at American Consulate: The party was organized by Madam Sellable at the 
Consulate General of American. Tagore with his family attended the party.
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This initiative of Swami Vivekananda was viewed with signifi cance by Motoyoshi Noro, the then 
Consul General of Japan, Kolkata, in the year 2007, and he categorically emphasized that Vivekananda 
is like a father to the Japan-India cultural exchanges in modern times.25
Though the main purpose of Tenshin Okakura’s visit to Calcutta was not fulfi lled, this laid the 
foundation of India-Japan cultural ties. This iconic relationship of the two great thinkers paved the way 
to a wider exchange of academicians, artists, art forms, and cultural interactions at all levels, which 
continue to fl ourish even in present times. This also laid to the foundation for the study of Japanese 
language and culture, to foster the understanding of each other while enriching both.
Interaction of Japan and Bengal/Santiniketan
As mentioned earlier, the interaction between Japan and Santiniketan dates back to the year 
1902 with the arrival of Shitoku Hori. Swami Vivekananda always wanted the youth of India to have a 
strong body and a cultivated mind. Rabindranath Tagore too advocated the same and requested Tenshin 
Okakura to send a Jūjutsu teacher to his institution at Santiniketan. Subsequently, in the year 1905 
Jinnosuke Sano, an ex-student of Keiō University arrived in Santiniketan to teach Jūjutsu.26 His stay at 
Santiniketan for a period of three years gave the people of Santiniketan an opportunity to know various 
facets of Japan, including the language. Consequently, many Japanese nationals visited Santiniketan to 
fulfi ll their academic, cultural and personal interests.
List of few Japanese nationals, who visited Santiniketan during Tagore’s lifetime:
♦ 1902–1903, Shitoku Hori, the fi rst foreign student.
♦ 1905–1908, Jinnosuke Sano, the Jūdō instructor.
♦ 1905, Kōno-san, a carpenter, taught wood-work.
♦ 1905, Kusumoto-san, a carpenter, taught wood-work.
♦ 1906, Ekai Kawaguchi, Buddhist monk, studied Sanskrit at Santiniketan.
♦ 1916, Kampō Arai, taught at Kala-Bhavan.
♦ 1920, Kintarō Kasahara, Woodcraft department.
♦ 1921, Kawai-san, a carpenter, taught wood-work.
♦ 1921, Nikki/ Ryūkan Kimura attended the inaugural programme as a Professor of Calcutta 
University
♦ 1929–32, Shinzō Takagaki, the 5 dan belt Jūdō instructor.
♦ 1930, Makiko Hoshi, sister-in-law of Rashbehari Bose, taught ikebana and sadō at Santiniketan.
♦ 1933–1934, Tsushō Byōdō, a monk and Buddhist scholar, studied Sanskrit at Santiniketan.
♦ 1934, Shizue Irie, learnt Indian dance and song.
25　Ibid., p. 26.
26　Azuma Kazuo, Ujjal Surjo: A Collection of Bengali Essays, Subarna Rekha, Kolkata, 1996, p. 2.　
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♦ 1935, Tomi Kōra, to meet Tagore. She worked as an interpreter during Tagore’s visit to Japan 
on his way to and back from Canada.
♦ 1935, Yonejirō Noguchi, to meet Tagore.
♦ 1935, Jirō Masuhara, learnt Indian music.
♦ 1939, Mikio Maki, learnt Indian dance.27
The above list is not comprehensive; there might be many more Japanese nationals, who would 
have visited Santiniketan. But this list tells us very clearly that Santiniketan had a continuous interaction 
with Japan at various levels. The constant exposure with the Japanese nationals in a small university-
town gave the people of Santiniketan an opportunity to know more about Japan and its society.
i) Development in the Sphere of Art
Not only the poet’s institution at Santiniketan, Joransako, Tagore’s Calcutta house and other 
parts of the undivided Bengal had a constant interaction with Japanese people. Tenshin Okakura had a 
close relationship with Rabindranath’s nephew Surendranath Tagore. It is known that after his return 
from India in 1902, Tenshin Okakura addressed a large audience on the ‘History of Indian Art’ at the 
Academy of History, University of Tokyo, on December 12, 1902. During his address he urged the 
audience to visit India at least once.28 Subsequently, many eminent Japanese artist and scholars visited 
Kolkata and Santiniketan, being persuaded by Tenshin Okakura. The famous artists Taikan Yokoyama 
and Shunsō Hishida visited Kolkata in 1903. Their visit facilitated the introduction of Japanese wash 
and ink painting (Sumie) to the Indian artist. At the same time, the Japanese artists learnt the techniques 
of Indian miniature painting. A number of Japanese artists including contemporary masters like Ikuo 
Hirayama and Fuku Akino visited India following the footprints of their predecessors. During Tagore’s 
fi rst visit to Japan in 1916, a young budding artist, Mukul De accompanied him. In 1924, during Tagore’s 
visit to Japan, Nandalal Bose, the famous artist visited Japan with him.
Since the time of the signing of the cultural exchange agreement between Japan and India, the 
Japanese Ministry of Education fervently facilitated many Indian painters to study Japanese art in Japan 
through fellowships. Many Japanese students graduated from the Kala Bhavana, the faculty of Fine Art 
and there are quite a number of them who are presently pursuing their study at Kala-Bhavana.
ii) Developments in the Sphere of Academics in Santiniketan
Another wave of interaction took place when Japanese language learning formally started with
27　Keeni Gita A, “Study of Japanese Language at Visva Bharati, Santiniketan: Its Past, Present and Future Prospects,” 
paper read at the conference: “Changing Global Profi le of Japanese Studies: Trends and Prospects” held at JNU, New 
Delhi, from 6–8 March 2009.　
28　Op. cit. The Life of Swami Vivekananda: cited in text by Swami Medhasananda, “Pioneering the Indo-Japanese Rela-
tionship.” Source: http://en.vedanta.jp/goldenjubilee/pioneering-the-indo-japanese-relationship.　
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the establishment of Japanese department in 1954. Many eminent scholars graced the department and 
contributed towards nurturing the department in terms of teaching Japanese language, culture, Buddhist 
philosophy etc. to the students of Visva-Bharati. The list of faculty of the Japanese Department at 
Santiniketan, will tell us the contribution of the Japanese scholars for the cause of promoting the study 
of Japanese Language, Culture, Philosophy etc., 
♠ Prof. Shinya Kasugai (December 1955–January 1964)
♠ Prof. Tatsuo Morimoto (December 1964–April 1967)
♠ Prof. Kazuo Azuma (October 1967–February 1971)
♠ Prof. Keiyo Arai (January 1973–March 1974)
♠ Mr. Saiji Makino (July 1974–January 1989)
♠ Dr. Kōichi Yamashita (June 1984–December 1994)
♠ Mr. Keitsuke Inano (July 1995–June 1996)
♠ Dr. Hikotarō Furuta (November 1999–December 2007)
♠ Prof. Kōichi Niitsu (October 2006–March 2007)
♠ Ms. Aya Matsumoto (February 2007–December 2008)
♠ Ms. Mami Miura (November 2008–July 2009)
The last two people were deputed by the (JOCV), a wing of the Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA) as volunteer teachers to the department. Informatively, the fi rst Indian faculty joined the 
department in March 1985. At present there are two full-time Indian faculties attached to this department.
Thus, we may say without any hesitation that the bond between Japan and India through Bengal/
Santiniketan grew up in the fi elds of fi ne art (Kala-Bhavana), language, culture and philosophy.
Changing Perception
Presently, together with the study of art, learning of Japanese language and culture are becoming 
prominent streams at Santiniketan due to the various social and economical changes that are taking place 
in the global arena. We have seen earlier that during Rabindranath Tagore’s life-time quite a number 
of Japanese nationals visited Kolkata/Santiniketan with the purpose of learning Sanskrit and Indian 
philosophy. Unfortunately, formal introduction of Japanese learning did not take shape at the early 
stage, though we may very well say that in the year 1934, the seed was sown by Rabindranath Tagore by 
expressing his desire to Tsushō Byōdō (a scholar and monk from Japan, who came to learn Sanskrit at 
Santiniketan) regarding the possibility of establishing a Japani Bhavana at Santiniketan. Tsushō Byōdō 
is an important fi gure so far as the India-Japan relationship through Visva-Bharati is concerned.29
Informatively, it was Reverend Gendō (Gendō-oshō), Tsushō Byōdō’s maternal grandfather 
29　Op.cit., Azuma Kazuo, Ujjal Surjo, p. 26.　
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who taught kanbun to Tenshin Okakura. Byōdō might have been certainly aware of the fact and knew 
about Tenshin Okakura’s contribution in building the India-Japan relationship. He kept the desire 
of Rabindranath Tagore in his mind throughout. In the year 1990, in spite of his old age and poor 
health-condition he came to Santiniketan with his son, who was also an ex-student of the Philosophy 
Department, Visva-Bharati, and laid the foundation stone of Nippon-Bhavana at the present site. Finally, 
in the year 1994, Rabindranath Tagore’s dream came true, when the then Vice President of India (K. R. 
Narayan) inaugurated Nippon-Bhavana on February 3. Unfortunately, Tsushō Byōdō passed away before 
the inauguration of Nippon-Bhavana. It may be assumed that he was highly infl uenced by the eminent 
personalities like Tenshin Okakura and Rabindranath Tagore and worked hard to see that the dream of 
both the luminaries could take concrete shape. Inspiration of Tenshin Okakura and Rabindranath Tagore 
might have played an important role in the establishment of the Nippon-Bhavana.
Thus, we may categorically say without the slightest hesitation that the meeting that took place 
in 1902, between Tenshin Okakura and Rabindranath Tagore, more than nine decades ago left concrete 
evidence of the determination of understanding each other’s culture in true spirit.
This Bhavana works arduously in imparting appropriate understanding of various aspects of India 
and Japan. Since its inception, the department used to offer only part time courses viz. Certifi cate course 
and Diploma course and took care of the Japanese language teaching in the high school level. In the 
year 1999, BA Honours course was introduced and MA course was subsequently introduced in the year 
2006. The introduction of full time courses has changed the nature of the department to a considerable 
extent. It became possible to include Japanese literature, culture and history in the curriculum along 
with language. Due to the geographical position of this small university-town and the nature of Visva-
Bharati, the tide of globalization has left a positive impact on this small department of ours. The number 
of sincere and studious students taking admission in the department is gradually increasing year after 
year. And because of the favourable environmental conditions of this small university-town, many 
students are taking keen interest in reviving the age-old India-Japan cultural relationship, which is very 
well refl ected in their selection of dissertation topics. To mention a few of them:
♪ Buddhism—A comparative study of historical development in India and Japan
♪ Kenji Miyazawa and Rabindranath Tagore
♪ Rabindranath Tagore and Japan—Contribution of Rabindranath Tagore in establishing
India Japan friendship tie
♪ The world of kotowaza—proverbs
♪ Flower culture in our life—Ikebana to fl ower festival
♪ Calligraphy
♪ Terminologies of Japanese Cooking—food habits of Japanese and Indians
♪ A comparative study of the characteristics of Japanese and Indian cuisine
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♪ Manga—Comic etc.,
The students graduating from this department are being absorbed into various sectors of 
employment at various levels.
Conclusion
Eminent personalities like Rabindranath Tagore and Tenshin Okakura, while generally believed
in nationalism, also had a wider vision and actively advocated towards Asianism and internationalism. 
At this juncture it is noteworthy to cite Jawaharlal Nehru’s assertion about Rabindranath Tagore. He 
observed thus: ‘……Rabindranath Tagore has given to our nationalism the outlook of internationalism 
and has enriched it with art and music and the magic of his words, so that it has become the full-blooded 
emblem of India’s awakened spirit.’30
While considering the past, we will fi nd that the India-Japan relationship through Santiniketan 
continued, based on purely cultural and academic levels. There was hardly any commercial or political 
interest that infl uenced their relationship. This might have worked as a catalyst to strengthen the 
relationship between the two. Had it been based on the commercial or political aspect, it might have 
got lost as and when the interests were losing ground. The small town of Santinketan could manage to 
retain the relationship alive because of Rabindranth Tagore’s institution where the aim was to assimilate 
the knowledge of the world. Similar minded people of the world having respect for each other’s culture 
and civilization gathered here with the intention of developing universal friendship and understanding, 
which was also precisely the dream of Rabindranath Tagore, the founder of Visva-Bharati. The tireless 
and unremitting efforts, enthusiasm and vast vision of the contributors of that time had laid a strong and 
ever-lasting foundation of understanding about each other, which gave the inspiration to the people of 
this institution to carry out various remarkable activities in the fi eld of India-Japan studies be it in the 
form of ikebana, sadō, origami, jūdō, Hiroshima Day, Japanese movie, Japanese language, Japanese 
literature, Japanese history, Japan affair, etc.
Suggestion
Considering the continuous and long lasting bonds between India and Japan, I take this 
opportunity of strongly suggesting that it would be worthwhile to establish an International Institute 
for Japanese Studies and Culture, which can actively coordinate the activities of Japanese studies and 
culture not only in India, but also pertaining to other countries. Such an institute will be more than a 
university and can be of immense importance in streamlining Japanese studies. Santiniketan or any 
other suitable and convenient place can be zeroed in for the establishment of such an institution. I, 
30　Reference taken from the text printed on the back cover of the book: A visit to Japan, by Rabindranath Tagore, English 
translation by Dr. Shakuntala Rao Sastri, East West Institute Publication, New York, 1961.　
29Gita A. Keeni02.indd   298 2011/02/23   16:51:45
Perception of Japan in India—Past and Present
299
therefore, kindly invite the attention of the honorable delegates who are participating in this August 
gathering to take a serious consideration of my suggestion. We may not achieve the fruits of this Institute 
immediately, but let us work hard for the establishment of such an institution and take the initial step 
forward without losing time. This is one of the ways to show our sincere tribute to all those who worked 
scrupulously for the cause of universal friendship and understanding.
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